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Abstract 
Being effective readers provide university students the onset to follow through their academic pursuit 
successfully. Nonetheless, reading academic materials pose challenges to many tertiary level students, 
particularly to the second-language speaker of English. Unfamiliarity with the text content and lack of 
vocabulary to tackle a variety of text types may impede students’ understanding of materials read.  Thus, 
the role of the instructor is to arrange and design suitable pedagogical instruction to facilitate the students 
to become effective readers. This paper explores a pedagogical approach which comprises both the 
cognitive and human science approach in facilitating students to become effective readers. The approach 
focuses on understanding students’ comprehension of texts by listening to their voices as well as 
activating their cognitive ability in tackling the nuances of academic reading materials. Data was gathered 
qualitatively. Discussion will centre on the hows and whys of the approach, as well as the feedback 
component in terms of instructor’s as well as students’ responses.  Implications for policy, curriculum 
development and practice will be drawn. 
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1.0 Introduction  
Success in tertiary level institutions is much influenced by students’ ability to read academic materials 
effectively (Alvermann, 2002). However, Malaysian university students are reported to have problems in 
tackling their academic reading text (Isarji & Ainul Madziah, 2008).  These students face difficulties in 
coping with the academic reading text (Isarji & Ainul Madziah, 2008) because they are “unable to fully 
comprehend what they read, and fail to apply appropriate ideas from their readings to course-related 
tasks” (Kuldip Kaur, 2001, pp. 159-168).  One reason could be the approach employed in the teaching of 
reading.  For instance, the emergence of communicative approaches to second-language (L2) pedagogy 
over the last two decades has influenced the way L2 reading is taught (Bernhardt, 2011). The emphasis of 
the current teaching is the end product that is the ability for students to fill in the answers to the questions 
posed at the end of the reading but no attention is given in teaching students to undergo several processes 
as they make meaning with the text. As a result the students see reading as a chore that is monotonous 
and not stimulating (Grabe, & Stoller, 2002).     
 
2.0 Background Research 
 Pedagogy is the heart of literacy instruction. Pedagogy is not just a mere act of teaching it involves 
seeing the student from their lenses as they experience the learning process (M. van Manen, 2006).   M. 
van Manen (2006) posits as an educator we need to observe the students pedagogically.  In other words 
through the suitable employment of pedagogical instruction, the instructor needs to see whether the 
students are learning what they are supposed to learn.  The instructor guards and keeps in view the total 
existence of the students’ development (M. van Manen, 2006) and in this context of study is to become 
engaged readers.  Thus, seeing and understand the problems that the students face as they approach the 
task on reading may inform valuable information to the teacher/instructor to be more sensitive in their 
pedagogical instruction to teach reading (Bernhardt, 2011). As educators we need to be reflective during 
teaching because the pedagogy does not only address the head, but also the heart of the student which 
embodies the whole person (M. van Manen, 2006). 
At present, there is a considerable number of research on reading that has provided important 
understanding that reading constitutes several stages.  While this body of knowledge on reading includes 
the most research findings for L1 readers, the area awaits further conceptualization especially in the area 
of pedagogical approach which would be of help to assist L2 readers in their struggle to understand the 
nuances of academic reading text.  As noted by August and Shanahan (2010), the studies exploring what 
works best with English learners are still lacking. Koda (2005) opines that second language learners may 
not and most likely are unable to make use of all the available cues in the text to form and test the 
necessary hypotheses because there are linguistic, processing, and socio-cultural differences between first 
language (L1) and second-language (L2) readings (Grabe, & Stoller, 2002) which has resulted L2 learners 
not being able to interpret the text as efficiently as their monolingual English-speaking peers (Koda, 
2005).  When these problems are not tackled appropriately the gap between novice students and the 
students who have acquired such skills will increase (Jetton, & Dole, 2004). The attainment in reading 
efficacy may occur in a class where the instructor includes both the cognitive, through the use of reading 
strategies (Guthrie, Wigfield, & Perencevich, 2004), and humanistic style of instruction or human science 
approach (M. van Manen, 2006) by considering the voice of the students and giving recognition to the 
joys and difficulties they face while approaching their reading text. This can be achieved by the 
employment of the pedagogy of thoughtfulness in the reading program. The study addressed the 
following research question: How does the pedagogy of thoughtfulness assist students in meeting the 
challenges of academic reading? 
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3.0  Research method  
3.1 Research Design 
The present study used a qualitative case study on the employment of pedagogy of thoughtfulness in 
a reading program for ESL tertiary level students.  The method was adopted to gain insight into the area 
under study as well as to illuminate the existing problem faced by ESL readers.  As aptly put by Patton 
(2002) that qualitative case study seeks to understand conditions in their natural context and the 
interactions that take place.  In other words, a qualitative case study allows a researcher to see the case “as 
a thing, a single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries” and where a researcher “can fence in” 
what he or she is going to study (Merriam, 2001).  
3.2 Selection of Site 
Only one university and one reading class was selected so that the researcher could focus and have 
more time with the participants of the study. In addition, it fulfils the length of the study without 
jeopardizing the quality of the research.  Moreover, the willingness and the cooperation provided by the 
administration, and the ‘gatekeeper’ were also the deciding factor in selecting the research site.   
3.4  Selection of Participants 
Five students from the total of 30 students volunteered for the study.  The participants have taken 
their ‘Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia’ (Malaysia Certificate of Examination which is equivalent of the 
Cambridge ‘O’ level exam (SPM) with the grade of 1 (that is a distinction) being the highest grade and 
the grade of 9 (that is fail) being the lowest.  The researcher selected them based on the three different 
groupings of SPM English result: higher ability, average ability, and lowest ability. The purpose of 
having mixed ability participants is to “ensure that the conclusions adequately represent the entire range 
of variation in that particular population rather than only the typical members...” (Maxwell, 2005). 
English language is one of the compulsory subjects for students to take in their SPM.  After briefing the 
students on the intended purpose of the study the researcher requested volunteers from the students from 
each group which gave the total of five students.  The sample of the study although involved only five 
students, the qualitative study demands the multiple phases of perspectives (Creswell, 2008).  However, 
for this study findings from only two students were reported. 
3.5 Data Collection Methods 
 For this study, several techniques were employed to collect data in order to give a holistic picture on 
the use of pedagogy of thoughtfulness in a reading class. The triangulation of sources obtained from the 
several techniques was employed in an effort to reduce bias in the data which would enhance the internal 
validity (Maxwell, 2005).  Thus, the techniques that were employed for this study were: observation, 
semi-structured interview, and document mining (Creswell, 2008). There were a total of eight 
observations of two hour lesson.  The other three weeks were allotted for administration of tests.  During 
the observation, the researcher observed her students’ reaction toward learning and how they responded to 
the pedagogy of thoughtfulness in the class.  In addition, there were a total of 20 interviews.  Each student 
was interviewed four times.  The interview lasted from 35 minutes to one hour.  Another data collection 
technique used was document mining.  There were four document sources used for the study that is from 
the in-class (ICL) and out-of class (OCL) letters, pre-teaching questionnaire “Tell me about yourself” and 
post-teaching questionnaire “Tell me about this course”. 
 The data obtained from observations, interviews and document mining from the students were 
analyzed throughout the study period.  The verbatim transcription interviews that were being carried out 
were analyzed manually and by using the Nvivo version 8.0 program.  An inductive approach was 
employed to look closely at the data sources and notice what patterns emerged, noting categories or 
themes, and then describing the properties that exemplify each category by comparing and contrasting 
subsequent data.   
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4.0   Findings  
 From the findings gathered in the Pre-Teaching Questionnaire, majority of the students expressed 
negative perceptions of reading.  This is illustrated in detail in Table 1.  Most of the students informed 
that they do face problem when they approach reading materials in English.   
 
        Table 1: Challenges faced in reading English materials 
 
Type of challenges faced by students Number of students 
(n = 30) 
Face difficulty to understand the reading material 
Too many difficult words 
Do not know how to approach reading strategically  
Refer to dictionary when face problem 
Lazy to refer to dictionary always 
Read only at surface level; Only to answer questions at the end of the 
text 
Give up reading when there are too many difficult words 
 
27 (90%) 
29 (96.7%) 
30 (100%) 
28 (93.3%) 
30 (100%) 
30 (100%) 
 
27 (90%) 
 
 
 They further explained when they constantly face problem while approaching reading their interest to 
read would be affected.  Subsequently, they would feel unmotivated, bored, and finally cease the act of 
reading.  They also reported that the only strategy they know when facing challenges in reading is using 
the dictionary.  The students defined reading as being able to understand every meaning of the words in 
the text.  They claimed that only by knowing the meaning of all the words then they are able to make 
head or tail of what they are reading.  Nonetheless, after completing the course, the students’ conceptions 
of reading English materials changed.  This is displayed in Table 2.  They admitted that they found the 
course to be beneficial and informative especially on the ways to tackle reading in a strategic manner.  In 
addition, they prefer the pedagogical approach used by the instructor in the teaching and learning process.  
They claimed that the class was conducted in a comfortable, and in a non-stress manner.  They further 
explained that the instructor did not intimidate them but she showed understanding of the challenges they 
faced. 
 
Table 2: Perceptions of Reading after completing the course  
 
Students’ Perceptions Number of students 
(n = 30) 
Begin to like reading 
Will continue to read 
Know how to approach reading strategically 
Reading is not that difficult 
Do not have to depend on using dictionary 
30 (100%) 
29 (96.7%) 
30 (100%) 
28 (93.3%) 
30 (100%) 
 
 
The Elements of the Pedagogy of Thoughtfulness 
 To gain a better perspective and to provide a better insight into how the pedagogy of thoughtfulness 
can help students meet the challenges in reading, the researcher decided to use data from only two 
students in the study.  The students’ selection was based on the following criteria: the ability of the 
students to express their thoughts openly and honestly; the letters contain summarizing and/or personal 
opinions about the content of the reading text; the letters contain reading strategies employed by the 
students; their dislike of reading English material prior to taking this class. For the purpose of this study 
the students’ identity was masked, the researcher decided to use pseudonyms for the two students which 
are Shalin, and Ritz. The findings illustrate that by employing the pedagogy of thoughtfulness in the 
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reading classroom it enable the students to approach their reading strategically and in a more confident 
manner. There were two emerging themes noted for this study: pedagogical space and pedagogical 
understanding. 
 
Pedagogical Space 
 The element of learning space provided in the pedagogy of thoughtfulness can be used as a tool for 
students to apply the reading strategies as they approach the reading material.  In the class as the 
instructor distributed the reading material they were required to complete the task in the assigned group.  
As observed in one of the activities on determining main idea.  Ritz’s group started doing the task given 
to them.  They read the article silently. As they read they began to underline the important ideas in the 
text.  One of them was unsure of the main ideas of the third paragraph.  She posed question to the group 
members. Ritz responded and said: “Look at the words which are bold in colour.”  Another student 
interjected, he said: “Find the words which are constantly being repeated in the paragraph.”  (Obs. 4. 1 
Feb 2011).  The space provided enable the students to apply what was taught to them.  They completed 
the task assigned in the group.  As they read, they started discussing and shared their ideas with their 
group members. The role of the instructor is more of a facilitator.   
 The pedagogical space that is provided through the small-group task during the class and the letter 
writings in and outside of class also allocate space for open dialogue amongst the students themselves and 
between the student and the instructor to exist.  This enables the instructor to monitor and at the same 
time use the space to pedagogically assist the students in a discreet manner.  Likewise with the task 
outside of class that is the out-of class letter (OCL) the role played by the instructor is similar.  For 
example, in Shalin’s first Out-of Class letter (OCL) she wrote her interpretation of the reading article.   
 
I read the article three times and I quite understand what the author had written.  In my opinion, this article 
is about a man who is studying the life of wolf family. . . (OCL[Sh]L1) 
 
 In the letter she focused on her status as reader.  She expressed her uncertainties and perception of the 
text, her dilemma in understanding some difficult words in the text.  She too informed the instructor that 
she faced difficulty in understanding the strategy of structural analysis.  Shalin also reported that the 
writing space created allows the students to employ the reading strategies that they have learned in the 
class.  She claimed that: “Writing is closely related with reading because through writing, we can apply 
the strategy in reading.” (PostQ.[Sh]Apr 2011).  
 In addition, writing about it lets the instructor know how the students perceive the task, the text, and 
the reading strategies.  As can be observed in the study, the students who are engaged readers employ 
strategies as they read and are motivated to read. Subsequently, the space created allows the instructor to 
approach the students in a pedagogical manner without the students realizing that the instructor is 
monitoring and facilitating each of them personally, which is consistent with J. van Manen’s (2007) study 
that letter writing is “personal and encourages the formation of a relationship between the student and the 
teacher.” (p. 140).  Furthermore, the students can use the space to monitor their progress to become 
engaged readers.  They can apply what they learned through the available space created that is the letter 
writing. For instance in this letter Shalin is monitoring her own understanding of the strategies she 
employed as she approach the reading material. 
 
“The metacognitive strategies require me to think broadly and not just from one aspect.  I need to 
be more specific such as to summarize, clarify, questions and predict an article.” (OCL. L. 7[Sh]. 
10 Mar 2011). 
 
The two students did employ the strategies they had learned in class as they approached their reading 
text.  They illustrated in the letter by explaining how they used the strategies and also informed their 
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understanding of the text.   Consequently, the instructor can use the space to gain a better understanding 
how the students approach their reading as well as the strategies employed.  Both students recognized that 
writing about their understanding in the form of a letter allowed them to reflect and analyze their reading 
before they begin writing the letter to their instructor.  This is consistent with J. van Manen (2007) study 
that writing personal letters contribute to students’ engagement in reading.  Both the acts of composing 
allow the students to be more active and analytical which indicate the usage of higher order thinking skill 
is taking place among them. Moreover, the space provided through this element of pedagogy of 
thoughtfulness enables the instructor to discreetly facilitate the students’ learning process.  The instructor 
used the pedagogical space available to facilitate her students’ learning.   
Through the pedagogy of thoughtfulness the instructor is able to provide spaces for her students to 
learn and at the same times she uses the space to monitor and scaffold the students’ learning.  The 
students prefer this approach because they claimed they that they can be honest with the instructor 
without being embarrassed.  In addition, they elaborated by employing this approach they believe that the 
instructor do care and concern of their progress in the teaching and learning process.  By providing the 
small-group task and the OCL the opportunity to interact personally with each of her students enable her 
to closely monitor the learning process as she responds to them in a group as well as to each of the student 
letter personally.  When she does this she is able to scaffold the students’ learning in a discreet manner.   
 
Pedagogical Understanding 
 Another element of the pedagogy of thoughtfulness is pedagogical understanding that is showing 
concern of students’ uncertainties in approaching reading and not belittling them.  J. van Manen (2007) 
asserts that the pedagogical understanding involves seeing the student as a person, and involves opening 
oneself as instructor to a student so that the student too able to see the instructor not as an authoritarian 
figure in the class but as a person to assist them in learning.  The space that is made available through 
small-group task and letter writing allows the instructor to understand the students better.  The role of the 
instructor in this aspect is to assist students until they are able to take charge of their own learning. 
 In the class she used the space in the small-group task to provide feedback to the students.  As shown 
in one of the class observations, the instructor would monitor her students’ understanding of the lesson 
taught by moving from one group to another.  When the students were discussing she would listen and 
only interject when necessary.  She gave compliment to groups who managed to complete the task and 
encourage other groups to continue until the task was completed.  If the students raised their hands she 
would go to the group and listen to what the students tried to explain.  She scaffolds the learning until 
they manage to take charge on their own. (Obs. 7. 22 Feb. 2011).  The instructor showed the students 
ways to tackle the text.  The words used were gentler.  Instead of telling her directly how to go about 
approaching the text, she illustrated by giving example how she would do it.  She put the student’s 
position in her shoes.  The instructor responded and provided feedback to Ritz’s letter. 
 The space provided through this pedagogy allows the instructor to pedagogically understand the 
students’ progress in reaching the status of reading engagement.  Through this pedagogical understanding 
the instructor shows concern with the learner’s self and development as a reader.  Students who are 
motivated to read are more than willing to take up the challenge they face as compared to students who 
are less motivated.  To both group of students she used the pedagogical space available to encourage them 
to continue their effort without showing biasness and prejudice.  Students who are less motivated she 
discreetly showed them ways how to approach the reading text strategically.  As posited by M. van 
Manen (2006) that “pedagogical thoughtfulness is a multifaceted and complex mindfulness toward 
learners.” (p. 8).  To develop students’ motivation to read requires time and effort by the instructor.  As 
stipulated by Guthrie, Wigfield and Perencevich (2004) that motivation for reading is not created in a day; 
“it grows and expands over time, with experiences and supportive environment.” (p. 55).  However, 
through the pedagogy of thoughtfulness the instructor is encouraged to consider the learning process from 
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the students’ perspectives.   Thus, the element of pedagogical understanding under this pedagogy puts 
emphasis on the role of the instructor to respond pedagogically and thoughtfully.   
5.0 Conclusion and implications 
From the findings it can be deduced that the challenges faced by the students can tackled and the 
instructor was able to make full use of the elements in the pedagogy of thoughtfulness to assist the 
students and subsequently the students’ engagement in reading is fostered.   As can be observed in the 
study the students who are engaged readers employ strategies as they read and are motivated to read.  The 
efficacy of employing the pedagogy of thoughtfulness shows that the students become more conscious of 
their reading skills.  The reading strategies taught in the class enabled the students to perceive the 
importance of approaching reading in a strategic manner.  In addition, the students realized that what were 
taught in the class can be applied in learning other subjects.  As a result they began to read strategically 
and are motivated to read even when facing challenges to read.  The elements in the pedagogy of 
thoughtfulness such as the pedagogical space and pedagogical understanding permit the students to 
progress as effective readers as well as enable the instructor to provide feedback and scaffolding to them 
in order to advance as engaged readers.  The pedagogy of thoughtfulness provides this space for the 
instructor to teach as well as to listen to the students’ struggles in learning.  By approaching the students 
in a tactful and understanding manner the instructors are able to consider the students’ struggles and 
needs, which subsequently allow them to construct lessons to meet the needs of each student.  This is 
done by listening to the students’ experiences as they tackle their reading.  Failure to take into 
consideration the students’ cultural and personal experiences, preferences, strengths, and vulnerabilities 
may impact their beliefs about the outcomes of reading because as stipulated by (McKenna, 2001) that 
reading attitudes are precursors to behaviors.   
In addition, the pedagogical space available creates avenues for students to apply what they have 
learned in the learning space such as the letter writing.  When students receive many opportunities to 
practice a comprehension strategy, with instructor guidance and using many texts they will have a good 
understanding of how to use and apply the strategy; this lends support to claims made by Block and Parris 
(2008).  The letter writing method permits students to employ the reading strategies and monitor their 
understanding of the strategies.  The students began to employ the reading strategies taught to them as 
they approach their reading material.  The began to read at a deeper level by posing questions, looking for 
clues, determining main idea and so forth.  This concurs with study by J. van Manen (2007) that reading 
strategies improve reading comprehension.  Subsequently, the process enhances their comprehension of 
the reading material.   
Several implications can be drawn from the study.  The policy maker and curriculum development 
need to acknowledge that the students at the higher institution of learning do face challenges in adjusting 
to the new environment and educational setting.  It is of vital importance to understand and later take into 
account the juxtaposition the students face as they make the transition from their school years to entering 
university. Hence, pedagogical instruction which puts emphasis on students’ cognitive and human science 
understanding provide the platform to approach learners in a more tactful and thoughtful manner.  
Teachers and instructors play a role in facilitating and scaffolding the learning by considering the voices 
of the students and understand the uncertainties that the students face as they make the transition to 
become effective readers. Despite the positive outcome observed, the researcher believes that the 
conclusion should be viewed with caution and that extended research is necessary to gain a better 
perspective of such pedagogical approach. 
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